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General Editor’s Preface

Stephen Hetherington




The Philosophy of Knowledge: Introduction to a History 

Welcome to philosophy – to part of it, at any rate. A powerful and pivotal part of it, though: epistemology. Welcome to this survey – a tour, across four volumes – of a significant segment of epistemology’s history. Western philosophy began in ancient Greece, before travelling far afield, still prospering. And whatever it is now is at least partly a consequence of whatever it has been. Within these four volumes, we meet much of whatever epistemology has been and is.

Why is this form of historical engagement philosophically important? Why is it important now to have some understanding of what epistemology has been? One reason is the possibility of current epistemology’s being more similar to some or all of its former selves than it might at first seem to be, in productive and destructive ways. We should not merely be reinventing the epistemological wheel; nor should we repeat past epistemological mistakes – design flaws in earlier epistemological conveyances. To know epistemology’s history is to know better what contemporary epistemology could be and perhaps should be – and what it need not be and perhaps ought not to be.

Epistemology is usually said to be the philosophy of knowledge and of kindred phenomena. But what makes it the philosophy of such matters? Well, epistemology has long been a collective endeavour – a gathering of individual efforts, by a plethora of epistemologists over oh-so-many years – to understand the nature of knowledge and those kindred phenomena. (Some of those efforts even ask whether there is a phenomenon of knowledge in the first place.)

How does that collective endeavour take shape? A first – a partial – answer is that epistemology is ineliminably theoretical. It is one theory, another theory, yet more theories, and so on. And so it is theories linking with, and departing from, other theories. It is theories living, developing, dying, reproducing, influencing, succeeding, failing. It is new themes replacing old ones. It is old themes replacing new ones.

And these four volumes will introduce you to such theories – competing conceptions of knowledge and those kindred phenomena, conceptions from across the ages. Volume I introduces us to theories from parts of the ancient world, the fount of all Western epistemology. Volumes II and III trace theories of knowledge as these arose over the following two millennia, late into the nineteenth century. Volume IV then tells a tale of the past century or so – while gesturing also at how epistemology might continue into at least the near future, taking us there from here. Not all of epistemology’s past or present theorists and theories appear in these pages; but many do. The result is a grand story of sweeping intellectual vistas with striking conceptual foundations and ramifications. It is living philosophy. It is here, with you right now.







Ancient Epistemology: Introduction

Nicholas D. Smith



This volume offers thirteen chapters intended to provide at least glimpses of the main figures and schools of thought pertinent to the history of ancient epistemology. The volume thus covers thinkers from early in the Archaic Age of Greece through the work of the Roman philosophers of the first centuries bce and ce – roughly, 700 years. Readers who go through any of the chapters included herein will quickly recognize that ancient interest in epistemology had a number of features that distinguish the field from what we are most likely to find in most contemporary discussions.

It is sometimes said that ancient philosophy was more interested in how philosophy could provide appropriate guidance in the practical concerns of living, and less concerned with conceptual analysis for its own sake. The following chapters provide significant evidence for such a claim, as every one of them includes some indication of how and why the ancient Greeks and Romans supposed that living a successfully philosophical life had to include some idea about our capacities as human beings to know – or, at any rate, to generate reliable beliefs about the world and our proper place in it. But the focus was mostly ethical and practical, and epistemological success or failure was characterized in practical terms, and not simply in veridical terms. Nor was there the same kind of attention as we find in contemporary debates on what might be called justification or warrant – that is, on what distinguishes knowledge from other forms of true belief. In some cases, what we find instead is that ancient authors tended more to distinguish knowledge from (mere) belief, rather than try to position it as a species of belief, where justification or warrant would be the main indicators of success or failure in one’s epistemic mission.

1.Wisdom and skill

Several chapters (see especially 1, 4, 6, and 8) are careful to mention that ancient Greek has a bewilderingly diverse epistemic vocabulary. Moreover, even when some author or school clearly focuses on the subject of epistemology, it is often misleading (at best) to think of their primary focus as being anything we should even call ‘knowledge’ (see, especially, Chapters 7 and 8, both of which discuss the epistemology of Aristotle). Such discussions generally show us that we should try not to come to ancient philosophy or philosophers with our own primary epistemological terminology as defaults when we attempt to comprehend their works.

Perhaps the clearest example of why we should try to resist applying our own terminology when attempting to understand the ancients comes from the ways in which the Greeks explain what arguably becomes the primary word for ancient epistemology (and from which we actually get our own word, ‘epistemology’), ‘epistēmē’. As David Wolfsdorf argues at length in Chapter 1, ‘epistēmē’ in the earliest Greek contexts is used in a way that renders it interchangeable with ‘sophia’, which Wolfsdorf notes is commonly translated as ‘wisdom’. But Wolfsdorf also argues that ‘sophia’ should probably be understood in its earliest appearances as denoting something more like ‘skill’ than anything as lofty as ‘wisdom.’ Either way, however, we are immediately confronted with something very unlike contemporary epistemology. No one these days would assume that the possession of (our conception of) knowledge was tantamount to the possession of something like wisdom, or even obviously anything like a skill.1

Knowledge, for us, is a cognitive state that consists in a true belief about some specific information, but which is distinguished from beliefs that have the same content but lack the same degree of justification or warrant. It is, at best, difficult to find anything like this conception in ancient Greek philosophy. For one thing, the content of knowledge (as we conceive of it) can be something so trivial as to be essentially worthless in any of life’s meaningful pursuits. Here are some examples given by Ernest Sosa (2001: 49):


Suppose you enter your dentist’s waiting room and find all the magazines missing. Deprived of reading matter, you’re sure to doze off, but you need no sleep. Are you then rationally bound to reach for the telephone book in pursuit of truth? Were you not to do so, you would forfeit a chance to pluck some desired goods within easy reach.

If random telephone numbers do not elicit a wide enough yawn, consider a randomly selected cubic foot of the Sahara. Here is a trove of facts, of the form grain x is so many millimeters in direction D from grain y, than which few can be of less interest. Or take some bit of trivia known to me at the moment: that it was sunny in Rhode Island at noon on October 21, 1999. I confess that I will not rue my loss of this information, nor do I care either that or how early it will be gone. (Emphases in the original)



For the Greeks, ‘epistēmē’ would generally be applied to whole fields of endeavour. Here is how Wolfsdorf puts it in his chapter: ‘More precisely the knowledge or understanding that epistēmē consists in is a field or domain rather than an isolated fact’ (p. 16 in Chapter 1). In this way of thinking, then, one who had epistēmē might be reasonably supposed to be in possession of some specific items of information – but even here, notice, not just any sort of information would suffice for knowledge. There may be many kinds and immense quantities of information to which the Greeks would recognize no application of epistēmē. To take one of Sosa’s specific examples of completely trivial and valueless truth that one might know, Greeks might suppose that there could be epistēmē of meteorology,2 but one would not likely ever find an example where a Greek would claim to have epistēmē of some completely trivial fact such as that it rained during the Panathenaic Games of a certain year. Similarly, though the Greeks mostly did treat geometry as an example of epistēmē, they did not generally count it a candidate for knowledge that, in a pile of sand, ‘grain x is so many millimeters in direction D from grain y’. For the Greeks, if some information had no place in the kind of ‘body of knowledge’ that might constitute something like ‘wisdom’, then even if one could generate extremely reliable and justified beliefs about such information, it would not be an example of anything that would likely fall within the purview of epistemology, as they conceived it. So, it seems that we should conceive of the Greeks epistēmē as something like ‘understanding’3; but then, we might wonder, didn’t the Greeks even think about what we think is the main focus of epistemology, namely, knowledge?

2.Knowledge

In Chapters 2 and 3, Dan Graham and Noburu Notomi explain how the early Presocratic nature philosophers and Sophists began systematically to question the authority of older religious and intellectual traditions, while also proposing bold and highly controversial new theses about the nature of the cosmos, reality, and truth. The Presocratics, in Graham’s account, proposed new naturalistic explanations of phenomena that had been the intellectual province of myth. One aspect of the traditional accounts they opposed was a very pessimistic view of the human epistemic condition: in this view, only gods could achieve any real comprehension of the world. Human epistemic capacity was mostly regarded as paltry. But some of the Presocratics sought to amend this view, and began to propose theories that allowed (mere) mortals to hope to learn more about the world through empirical observation and theorizing. Using (mere) human cognitive capacities, then, we might come to know important truths about our world and ourselves. But this optimistic picture is then paradoxically both amplified by but also problematized in the works of the Sophists. On the one hand, our access to truth, it might be supposed, is radically enhanced if we accept the Sophistical view that truth is whatever human beings may find persuasive. On the other hand, in this same view, what may be true to one cognitive agent will not be true for another, in which case knowledge of truth must either be equally relativized or else abandoned as (once again) available only to something like a god’s-eye view of the world.

It was partly in reaction to the epistemic optimism of the naturalistic speculations of the Presocratics, but also to the relativism and anthropocentrism of the Sophists that we find Socrates (discussed by Lourenço and Smith in Chapter 4) attempting to mediate between the old religious strains of epistemic pessimism and the new optimism of the intellectual movements coming out of the Archaic and early Classical periods of Greek thought. As tradition had insisted, Socrates contrasted human epistemic capacities to those of divinity and counted the former as radically deficient. Socrates thus comes to make it his ‘divine mission’ to expose the pretence of wisdom that he finds so ubiquitous among his human peers. This is Socrates’ famous ‘agnoiology’ – his interest in professing, exposing, and explaining human ignorance. But Lourenço and Smith also find notes of optimism here, as well: Socrates’ agnoiology also includes ways in which we can remediate our ignorance and improve upon it.

Socratic agnoiology might be taken as expressing profound doubt about our chances of achieving epistēmē or sophia of the most ambitious kinds discussed in the previous section. But as Lourenço and Smith also note, Socrates is no global sceptic: they cite Plato’s Euthydemus 293b where Socrates acknowledges that he knows many things, just ‘small’ things (smikra). The verb for ‘know’ that is used in his claim here is epistamai – hence Socrates here quite explicitly recognizes that one actually can, in his view, have epistēmē of smikra – which is just what seemed to be ruled out by the more comprehensive treatments of epistēmē that seem to require us to treat it differently from our ‘knowledge’. Other Socratic claims of knowledge, though rare, can be found in Plato’s dialogues, but none seem to involve the kind of understanding that other ancient epistemological discussions seem to require. Moreover, as Lourenço and Smith acknowledge, the kinds of knowledge that Socrates does recognize as humanly possible do not seem to be the sort that even Socrates seems to focus on as those that might constitute sophia/wisdom. For this sort of knowledge, they say, Socrates thinks we do best to look at skills (or crafts).

3.Epistemology of power and process

By the time we get to Plato’s middle and later periods, epistemology has not only become one of the main philosophical concerns, but Plato’s own epistemological thinking has become both more sophisticated, and perhaps also somewhat more tentative and exploratory. The complexities of Plato’s more mature epistemological views are explored in the chapters by Naomi Reshotko and Hugh H. Benson (Chapters 5 and 6, respectively). Although it is safe to say that the earlier conception of sophia as skill remains evident in Plato’s mature works, it is also clear that questions of cognitive capacity (or power) and cognitive process have become more significant. Plato explores several possibilities for answers to the questions, ‘Can human beings ever know anything?’ and ‘If so, how can they do that?’ In a way that is clearly more (if still guardedly) optimistic about the possibility of human knowledge, Plato’s ‘method of hypothesis’ now appears as a way for human beings to conquer their ignorance. The same can be said for a theory that also appears in Plato –apparently for the first time – in his Meno (or possibly Phaedo)4 – of the so-called ‘theory of recollection’, which, if anything, offers even greater reason for optimism. The former seems to offer a path to knowledge by way of a methodology of intellectual inquiry. The latter provides human beings with all the knowledge they could ever hope to have – provided that they find some way to remember it. In neither case does Plato characterize what is needed for epistemic success as likely to come easily. But in each case, a path to knowledge is opened.

Plato’s new focus on methodology and a metaphysics of what can be known leads him to think more deeply about cognitive capacities and processes, and this new focus becomes especially clear in Book V of the Republic, where he characterizes knowledge, opinion, and ignorance as cognitive dunameis (‘powers’ or ‘capacities’). As Reshotko notes, it seems a mistake to understand what Plato is doing here in terms of our ‘propositional attitudes’ since the putative objects of these powers or capacities do not seem to be propositions or anything like them, but are, rather, Plato’s Forms. It would seem, accordingly, that Plato is here more interested in what we might call ‘knowing what F is’ where F is a characteristic metaphysically grounded in some Form, rather than anything like our own ‘knowing that p [some fact or information] is true’. This same suspicion is perhaps made more vivid in the famous similes of light (sun, divided line, and cave) where we are asked to consider the relative merits of cognitions involving Forms and their images in sensible things, or worse, in shadows or reflections of sensible things.

As Benson goes on to show, Plato’s epistemology provides discussions of many topics that seem much more familiar to contemporary epistemology than the chapters on earlier figures and works. His argument in Chapter 6, however, runs contrary to certain stereotypes of Plato as a kind of radical rationalist: Benson finds abundant evidence in three of Plato’s latest dialogues for accepting the possibility of empirical knowledge. As he notes, all reference to Forms seems to go missing in Plato’s Theaetetus, and the models for knowledge and examples of it all seem to imply the possibility of empirical knowledge – including what some scholars think is ruled out in the ‘two-worlds’ of the Republic, for example, knowledge of sensibles. Here again, Plato’s attention to the kind of knowledge found in craft (technē) returns strongly. Even as Plato repeats the same kinds of things he said about knowledge in his earlier works (i.e. that it must display stability, clarity, precision, purity, truth, and being), we find Plato freely applying the highest epistemic honours quite inclusively. As Benson puts it, ‘Music, medicine, farming, sailing, generalship, house-building, ship-building, building in general, commerce, arithmetic, measuring, weighing – in both the popular and philosophical varieties, and dialectic are all explicitly described as kinds of knowledge (epistēmai)’ (p. 120 in Chapter 6). So knowledge may still need to be regarded as skill, here in later Plato, but it is also surely true that such skills would not be possible without knowledge of facts or information in our sense.

4.Aristotle and understanding

It is probable that Aristotle is at once the most epistemically optimistic of the ancient philosophers, but also the one whose requirements for the aspirational ideal of epistemology are the most demanding. Indeed, both chapters on Aristotle (7 and 8, by Corinne Gartner and Keith McPartland, respectively) emphasize just how demanding his epistemology is. Both consider Aristotle’s treatment of epistēmē to be best understood as ‘understanding’ or ‘scientific understanding’ and explicitly reject the idea that what Aristotle is talking about is comparable to our own concept of knowledge. In Aristotle, epistēmē in the strictest sense (what he calls epistēmē haplōs, which Gartner and McPartland both translate as ‘unqualified understanding’) applies only to topics that cannot be otherwise and are thus presumably logically necessary (Posterior Analytics 71b15). As McPartland puts it, ‘Understanding, therefore, involves both objective necessity and subjective certainty’ (p. 145 in Chapter 8). But this immediately raises a problem: can there be understanding when it comes to ethics, politics, and what we would call the ‘natural sciences’? Gartner’s chapter takes up the first two of these possibilities (ethics and politics), noting at the outset that Aristotle even explicitly stipulates that there is such a thing as the ‘political science’ (politikē epistēmē). The problem is that whatever such understanding might be, it is obviously closely associated with what Aristotle calls ‘practical wisdom’, which by its nature applies to contingent particularities. There seems, thus, to be a distinct epistemology for the fields of ethics and politics. Gartner and McPartland agree that the way to account for this may be found in the location of practical reasoning in a distinct ‘part of the soul’ than the one associated with scientific reasoning (understanding).

McPartland’s chapter explores the relationships between understanding and other cognitive achievements that Aristotle regards as lesser, but still epistemically significant ones, which include what McPartland thinks we should count as knowledge in something more like our sense. One can have knowledge without understanding; but one cannot have understanding without knowledge. In McPartland’s account, the epistemology provided by Aristotle is broadly naturalist and externalist. As familiar as such an approach may seem, however, McPartland warns that we should not forget just how far Aristotle deviates from the concerns of contemporary epistemologists. So, for a few examples, ‘some of the central concerns that drive modern or contemporary epistemologists receive little treatment by Aristotle. He never, to my knowledge, undertakes a general discussion of justification or warrant. His treatment of scepticism is brief and can look like it simply misses the point’ (pp. 147–8 in Chapter 8).

The net effect of the distinction between Aristotle’s conceptions of understanding and knowledge, accordingly, is that what we call ‘science’ belongs to the epistemological domain of knowledge, rather than understanding; what is often translated as ‘science’ in Aristotle’s treatment, however, belongs to a different domain, and Aristotle is clear that what occupies this other domain is a superior epistemic achievement.

5.Epistemology in service of an ethical goal

As much as Aristotle is often characterized as the great ancient empiricist, Pierre-Marie Morel and Marcelo Boeri (in Chapters 9 and 10, respectively) show plainly how the true ancient empiricists were the Epicureans and Stoics. Morel finds that the Epicureans qualify as ‘rational empiricists’, who recognize a role for reason in accordance with experience, and can thus articulate a broadly ‘scientific’ worldview that can also ultimately support their primary goal, which is an ethical one: the achievement of ataraxia, absence of disturbance. Given the primacy of their empiricism – and especially their belief that perception is always true in some sense – our susceptibility to false belief requires explanation in Epicurean philosophy. Morel locates this in our capacity for what the Epicureans call ‘preconception’ from which the inerrant perceptions generate conceptions which may then be compared and on the basis of which potentially faulty judgements or theories reached.

Boeri reminds us not only of the thoroughgoing materialism of the Stoics, but also of their claim that ‘there is nothing in our souls before our perceptual experience has taken place’ (p. 191 in Chapter 10). Boeri contrasts this to Plato’s earlier theory (discussed in Naomi Reshotko’s Chapter 5) of knowledge as recollection. In spite of this sharp departure from Plato’s ‘rationalism’, Boeri recognizes that the Stoics continue to accept Plato’s distinction between knowledge and opinion as involving distinct processes (rather than treating the former as a species of the latter). Like the Epicureans, the Stoics find our original conceptual apparatus to derive directly from perception, via the formation of ‘preconceptions’ which Boeri explicates as the spontaneously generated concepts that derive from individual perceptions: ‘What the Stoics presumably thought is that one can have the concept of horse because one has previously seen a horse’ (p. 193). We then add depth and complexity to these first cognitive states by comparing them to others, via memory, and then deploy such conceptions in the making of judgements.

As with the Epicureans and Stoics, the epistemology of the ancient sceptics was intended to serve the same basic ethical goal of freedom from disturbance in the soul. But unlike the Epicureans and Stoics, who each in their own different ways thought that this goal could be achieved through scientific knowledge, the sceptics contended that the goal of tranquillity could only be reached via a suspension of belief (epochē) – at least as far as that was possible. Knowledge or understanding, in their view, was not something available to human beings, and the uncertainties and fallibilities of human cognitive capacities were therefore sure to create the kind of psychic disturbance that a humanly wise agent would best avoid. They opposed rationalism and also empiricism, as both would lead us into the error of belief. Accordingly, they advocated strategies of creating opposing reasons on every topic. The goal of such arguments was the opposite of any attempt to convince the audience; rather, as Paul Woodruff puts it in Chapter 11 on the sceptics, ‘Their arguments then need not be water-tight, so long as they make their audience feel like relaxing into epochē’ (p. 211). Woodruff follows how the sceptics and Stoics actually supported one another through their 200 years of disputing each other, the former seeking to debunk the theories of the latter, and the latter seeking to shore up their doctrines against sceptical attacks. In these debates, the epistemic optimism of the Stoics (shared by the Epicureans) is set against the extreme epistemic pessimism of the sceptics.

6.The last ancient epistemologies

The Neoplatonists (covered in Péter Lautner’s Chapter 12) sought to return to Platonic rationalism (and to the epistemic optimism inherent in it), providing even an account of perception that explained its efficacy in terms of innate cognitive content, probably reminiscent of Plato’s ‘Theory of Recollection’. The Platonists (as they call themselves) thus rejected the empiricism of later antiquity, and also the scepticism that opposed it. So, too, the Platonists rejected the materialism of the Epicureans and Stoics, once again insisting on the immateriality of the soul.

The Romans, however – discussed by Walter Englert in Chapter 13 – mostly defended or expanded upon trends initiated by their Greek predecessors, and return us again to the theories rejected by the Neoplatonists. Englert shows the extent to which Lucretius, for example, both clarifies and adds depth to the Epicureanism that he follows. Cicero, however, brings Academic Scepticism to his Roman readers, and offers a continuation of the sceptics’ debates against Stoic views. One hundred years later, Seneca defends Stoicism to the Roman audience. It would not be fair to these later thinkers to say that they merely repeated the efforts of their Greek forebears. Englert puts the point well: ‘They also demonstrated mastery of the epistemological doctrines of their schools and showed how epistemology could buttress the arguments they were making about how best to live one
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